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Introduction

As an integral part of the teachers union, the union representati ve works to serve
the needs of the union on a local level while also maintaining employment as a teacher
within the school system. The continuously evolving political cl imate that surrounds this
organi zation including shift ing educational laws and leadership on the federal and state
levels, has left the role of the union representati ve largely undefined in the current
teachers union structure. As a necessary aspect of both the school and the union, the
union representative must fulfill role requirements in two structures that are frequentl y at
odds with each other, making it important to assess how the representative functi ons in
these roles and manages the potential conflicts between actors in the structure.
While much research has been done regarding teachers unions in general, the
body of literature has left this middle union position largely undefined . There is very
little research that directl y addresses the position of local union leaders and
representatives in the modem political context. Even more to the point, there is almost
no prior research that seeks to explain how the representati ve meets the possibly
divergent goals that are innately bound to his or her station. This study looks to do
exactly that, exploring the perspecti ve of the union representative as it views interactions
with school district offici als, other union members, and the legalities prescribed by
governmental mandate. Utilizing in-depth interviews to access the subj ecti ve view of the
representative and observing the dail y professional duties of the participant, this study
provides a broader context and understanding of the situation at hand. The actors who
are directly observed and interviewed, however, are only a part of what factors into the
role of the representative and the resulting perspective attached to the position. The
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structure and goals of the union beyond the local level (i.e. state and national level) as
we ll as the understood meaning o f union membership all indirectly contribute to the
observations made in the present research. It was therefore imperative that a greater
context for the union be explored as well.
Due to the politics surrounding the representati ve's position, the greater politi cal
context of union action needs to be examined. The interviewees and those involved in
the ob erved interactions are public hi gh school teachers and offi cials who are subject to
the legal and policy decisions made by the state governor, the state superintendent fo r
schools, the state Department of Education, the national Department of Education, and
national legislators. It is relevant to this research to mention that the study was conducted
during one of the most tumultuous political times for unions in recent history. On a local
level, as will be discussed more thoroughly in later sections, the tumult mani fests in
as pects of the conflicts between the teachers union and the public school administration.
The study requires exploration into the policy issues that assist in defining the observed
interactions and the correlating positions taken by the frequently opposing sides.
What would generally be a strict stud y of conduct in a professional structure has
an inescapably polit ical basis founded in several specific policy maners. Thi s stud y is
then a snapshot in time of union representati ves taken during a period of political
upheaval in unique and new state policies. By nature the present research is an
exploratory study as it uses a small sample of union representatives to gather a substantial
amount of data on a unique and situational perspective but the results of this study should
be understood as part of a much larger whole. Thi research seeks to accurately represent
the role of the union representative while recognizing that the role in question needs to
3

change and adapt to a new negotiating structure. The nature of upcoming union politics
including current issues such as merit pay and " Right-to-Work" legislation, whether on
the local, state, or national level , could go quite a di stance in determining the
characteristics of a union representative in a future climate. As it stands, the union
representatives as they communicated their understandings and views of direct
interactions with other union members and the school administration attribute the quality
and nature of their work to the conflict that arises. Union representatives suffer the most
role conflict when the expectations of the union membership do not align with the goals
of the parent union. The role conflict seems to wane, however, when politics threaten the
union structure, increasing membership collectivity. Therefore, the manner in which that
conflict is addressed on the interpersonal and group levels depends upon the potential
political impact of the union issue at hand.
Literature Review
Much of the existing research on unions was conducted during the 1970s and
1980s when society saw collective bargaining as a social movement and every union
member was kept at the same level of power to maintain common understanding between
members. (Fendrich 1977) This broad assessment held true for teachers unions but the
research during this time period sought to explain the function oflabor unions in general,
limiting its applicability for teachers unions. Fiorito and Greer (1982) summarize the
nature and quality of union research during this time, as well as its inherent gaps. By
identifying patterns in these foundational studies using a time-series analysis, Fiorito and
Greer (1982) uncovered the common characteristics of unions (including teachers
unions), revealing that a positive political climate, higher prices, growing wages, and
4

increased employment stimulate union ex pansion while unemployment,
unde remployment, and " right-to-work" legislation stifle union groWlh. ( 1982)
A ll of these tendencies, as seen throughout the rest of the body of literature and
the present research, remain relevant to teachers uni ons over time and circumstance.
However, the ex isting research fail s to acco unt fo r the factors that separate teachers
un ions from their striclly labor counterparts. The level of education required to be a
teacher, the teachers unions' emphasis on professionalization (not j ust collective
bargain ing), and a working environment that requires di ffe rent demands made by the
union du ring worki ng condi tions negotiations, all make teachers and their union inte rests
un ique from those collecti vely negotiated by other labor unions. While there is some
natural and ongoing overlap, teachers uni ons must be represented di fferently in union
research. Fiorito and Greer (1982) call fo r an analysis of union groWlh that more
accurately assesses the relative impact of indi vidual factors such as the gender and racial
demographics of certain local labor union branches, the hi storical politics of geographic
areas, and inflation in the national economy. Most significant to this study is their
criticism of union research that fails to properl y weigh the importance of the employment
envirorullent and the difference between white collar and blue collar environments on
uni on support and expansion. ( 1982: 18) Further specialization in research is needed as
the white collar work environment to which members of teachers unions are exposed is
more likely to influence "deci sion making, compensation, and supervision" ( 1982)
processes of the union fun ction than the blue collar environment.
While aspects of the earl y literature on unions do not include the characteristics
needed for inclusive research, earl y research made important statements on the ideology
5
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of earl y unions that still mani fest in the modern teachers union structure. Largely driven
by communal goals and educator advocacy, earl y teachers unions and the resu lting
literature concentrated on the revolutionary nature of the process. The structure itself
denied any imposition of union ranks and defined leadership positions in order to
maintai n a trul y collective voice during the negotiation processes, keepi ng the interests of
uni on members from fra gmenting. Areas of thi s initial union foundation are still
ideologically preserved but the bulk of the research performed during this time
concentrates too much on this fornlation of co llecti ve goals and equal power di stributions
to uphold its relevancy during ongoing structural change of the teachers union. However,
the protection of the origi nal union conceptualization in the evolving union structure
could prove to be a constan t source of conflict in members' expectations of the teachers
union function .
While the union representati ve eventually entered the union structure and
academic studies as a result, thi s newer research reveals a trend that makes the present
research necessary: the division of power and interests in the union system over time has
undermined the collectivity of the pas!. (Ebens 2007) New roles and ranki ngs have been
established within a given union district and even within a given public school. A
common structural model for teachers unions includes differentiation between the
teachers who are rank-and-file union members and the union leaders who might or might
not be teaching or even working in a standard school setting. On the local level , thi s
distribution of power leads to a division of goals and interests among the different
echelons of union panicipation. The impact of disilllegrating collecti ve bargaining
manifests through new power dynamics between the indi vidual union members and local
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un ion representatives as well as the local uni on officials. (Eberts 2007) Due to the
political shifts that alter the goals of the school system (such as increased emphasis on
standa rdized testing) and by default cause changes in the functi on of the teachers union.
the role of the union representati ve is becoming increasingly vague and demanding.
These structural and political alterations have made the uni on representati ve more
vulnerable to role confl ict.
The role of the union representative needs some clarification as there have been
multiple facto rs that obfuscate the nature of the posi tion, but thi s study is certain ly not the
first to specialize on the function of the modern teachers union representati ve. Later
studies conclude that the creation of a hierarchical power structure in the teachers union
over time has created innately di verging goals between the separate levels of power.
Poole (2009) identifi es the middle positions of a teachers union structure (centering on
the union representati ve) as paradoxical, resulting from the union's standard acti vist goals
confl icting with the teachers' more concrete interests in school negotiations, but she does
not investigate how these midd le positions manage this conflict. Thi s is elucidated to a
limited extent in Stevenson' s (2005) work because he defines the work of the
representati ve as negotiating and liaising and classifies the types of negotiations that
force the representati ve into a conflicted role position. including di scussion of the nature
of both formal and informal negotiations, Stevenson's work is a significant addition to
the literature on this issue but he does not examine the too ls used by the representati ve to
cope with thi s conflict in either case. Understanding thi s central position can lead to
insight into the relationship between the school system and the union structure as a whole
as thi s association can dictate teacher satisfaction, educational methods, and the power of
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the school system. The role of the union representati ve thereby has the ability to defi ne
aspects of public educati on during his or her professional interactions.
As local un ion representatives and officials work more independently in their
roles from the body of un ion members, loya lty to the union becomes more of a fu nction
of the posit ion held in the union, further differenti ating union representati ves and offi cials
from the standa rd union membership. According to Bayazit and Hammer (2004), there is
a statistical difference between local union leaders and rank-and-file union members in
terms of levels of commitment to the teachers union and percept ions of union interests.
Because Bayazi t and Hammer's study does not analyze this trend, the diffe rence could
signi fy an innate dissimilarity between the relati ve positions of power in the union
structure or it may indicate a di ffe rence between the indi viduals who are standard union
members and those who reach some level of union leadership. lnvestigation into the role
of the union representati ve as it relates to that of the union member is required in order to
understand the contrast between union positions and the disconnection between the
interests of the teachers and the interests of the teachers union as an organization.

Backgro und

The Ullioll-Goals oflhe Natiollal Slmclllre
Whil e the essence of thi s research is the management of role conflict by the union
representati ve, the potential structural sources of that conflict should be elucidated as
well. The management style and goals of the national teachers union as they filter
through the state branch and into the local branches help detennine the expectations
attached 10 the position of representative. The national union, in thi s case, is very open
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about its mission across all sectors of education but especially in the area of collective
bargaining. A structure of local unions mandated at the national level has been long
established (although it should be noted that national union policy is discussed and
frequently created at biennial convention where union leaders from local branches all
over the country are invited to take part in a largely democratic process) and the position
of the union representative is well-defined within the system . Based on thei r personal
testimonies, two offici al definitions from the national organi zation can be ap plied to the
participants in thi s study, that of a "union representati ve" and that of a "steward".
" nion representativc--A representative of the union who mayor may not be
an organizer. The union rep provides technical assistance and guidance during
organi zing and negotiations. Often the union rep has the responsibility to ensure
that the efforts of the union local are compatible with the goals and expectations
of the parent union. The union rep usuall y plays a maj or role in identifying and
securing the financial resources necessary to support the local." (AFT)
"Steward-A union member, usually elected by the members of a particular
workplace, who represents the members in dealing with management. The uni on
often negotiates paid time for the steward to attend to union business on behal f of
the members at a given work site. The steward oflen helps members handl e
grievances or understand the provi sions of the contract. The steward is al so the
main conduit of information between the union and the members." (AFT)
While the needs of every local union branch will vary depending on the
characteristics of the school system and the needs of the union members, the national
union must maintain these standards as an issue of both organizational solidari ty and
branding. As a whole, membership in the national union must convey a certain
ideo logical and political (although not necessaril y political party) affili ati on, with all of
the same resources and practices avai lable to local union members. Union
representatives. as they take on their stated duties as well as those of the steward , have a
responsibility to collective bargaining as it is viewed by the union. Their function is to
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act in the interests of the holi stic group of members, "represent[ing] the members in
dealing with management" and to make sure that the measures taken by the local branch
during such negotiati ons "are compatible with the goals and expectations of the parent
union". The mi ssion that umbrellas the efforts made by individual local branches is that
includes:

"improv[ing] the lives of .. . members and their families; to give voice to their
legitimate professional , economic and social aspirations; to strengthen the
institutions in which we work; to improve the quality of the services we provide;
to bring together all members to assist and support one another; and to promote
democracy, human ri ghts and freedom in [the] union, in our nation and
throughout the world." (AFT)
The union representative is an essential mechanism in realizing any part of thi s
idealistic set of goals and fulfilling the duties of the position is chief in the entire union
structure. Existing entirely on the concept of solidarity between educators, the union
makes demands on the representative without necessarily accounting for the trouble that
arises when the members themselves do not agree on an issue or course of action since it
is the representative who is expected to convey information to members, negotiate on
their behalf, and make sure the actions taken by the members align with the national
union agenda. The responsibilities placed on union representatives by the union put them
in a unique position as the individuals who have to contend with the dail y realities of the
public school environment while still speaking for the union. When the assumed
consensus among union members (and the representative's fellow coworkers) does not
exist, the potential for conflict for the representative arises. This research explores
whether or not such role conflict exists for the representatives, the extent to which it
exists, and the mechanisms used to manage it.

10
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Method

PUl'licipllIIlS

The participants themselves can be generally divided into two categories: primary
participants who work within the union structure as representatives, interact with rankand-file union members, and report to the union officials at the state or national level and
secondary participants who are the rank-and-file union members, work alongside the
union representative as well as the school administration, and are pertinent to the union
represematives- fulfillment of duties. There are seven primary participants who, as union
representati ves, were both interviewed and observed at length in a process that will be
described further into this study. Approximately twelve secondary participants were
involved in the observations made of the primary participants, framing the quality and
nature of the interaction observed.
Participants were recruited using a snowball sampling method, allowing gradual
access to a relatively guarded population. To facilitate contact and trust with the relevant
individual s, I initially contacted a single union representative teaching at a small urban
high school who is also president of the district's small teachers union branch. (It should
be noted that the president ofa local union branch and the branch's building
representatives hold technically different positions. However, the president is a fonner
building representati ve and holds all of the duties of a building representative, especially
when the branch is on the smaller end of the spectrum, but is also the vocal authority
during the negotiation process. In this case, the president 's job title does not negate the
relevance of hi s perspective.) He was chosen and contacted purposively because he
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works as a union representative in an active local branch of a national teachers union but
also because he was in a position to put me in contact with other union representatives in
the same local branch, adding substance and continuity to the research.
He volunteered to be a primary participant in th is study, on the conditi on that it be
approved by all required authorities and that he be made aware of an y potenti al risks
be fore the research commenced. Because it was necessary that aspects of this stud y will
have to take place in the public school setting, most notabl y the observations of the
representati ve's professional setting, I received written permission from the institution's
principal to conduct my research on the school's premises and I made his support clear as
new part icipants were recruited. The president of the local union branch not only
vo lunteered to take part in the stud y but also gave written and oral permi ssion for other
union representati ves to take part. Having been present for him giving permission, it is
important to mention that he promoted the study without pressuring union representati ves
to take part or offering incentives for their participation.
Five of the seven primary participants came from the same local teachers union
district as the first part icipant but in the interest of expanding the study's perspective, the
initial primary participant built the sample by contacting the president of a neighboring
local union branch. The president and an acti ve building representative of this much
larger branch volunteered to pm1icipate, allowing for a broader understanding of how
teachers union representati ves manage their duties and areas of potential conflict. The
representati ves from both local branches have to contend with the sanle state educational
policy issues that arise but their behaviors allow for a cross-district comparison, adding a
greater level of external validity to this in-depth exploratory study.
12

Procel/llre

In order to explore the maImer in which union representati ves manage their
multitude of dut ies and the potential role conflict attached to the multi faceted position,
this study utilized a two pro nged approach. Consisting of both in-depth interviews of
uni on representat ives from two local teachers uni on di stricts and a series of observations
of the representati ves' work environment, this research sought to find the personal
perspecti ve of the positi on and a broader context for the position itsel f. The observations
of primary and secondary parti cipants were length y and conducted in a variety of places
over time, foc usi ng on the school envirorunent to examine the interactions between the
representati ve and the members as well as between the representati ve and the school
admini stration. I spent one to two hours during three different visits, in the hall way,
teachers lounge, main office, etc. to make these direct observations. I also attended and
observed the executi ve board meetings that consist of local union representati ves and
offi cials to assess the methods they use to handle teachers union issues when they are
outside of the context, influence, and interests of members and the union organization.
Because I was not acti vely participating, I took infonmal notes during my observations
and then expanded upon them immediately after the observation into more thorough fi eld
notes.
The in-depth interviews with union representati ves, or primary participants,
included prompts and probing ideas, whi ch were shaped by myself with assistance fro m a
sociologist. Each interview began with the same initial li st of general questions that were
unstructured enough to be open to any thoughts, explanations, concerns, etc. that the
participants wanted to discuss but structured enough to add some guidance to the
13
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interview in case they strayed too far from the subject matter at hand . Approximately
twenty questions were asked of each participant over the course of the interviews, with
ro ughl y four of those questions add ressi ng the issue of connict wi th union members
directl y. Five of the questi ons asked were regarding the nature of the interactions that
take place between un ion representati ves and uni on members, three concerned the dail y
work o f a union representati ve in a publi c school facility, fi ve more went towards
illuminating the quality of the interactions that take pl ace between uni on representative
and schoo l admi ni strators, and the rest generall y varied depending on the participant's
responses. (The essence of these interviews as semi-structured makes these numbers
only averages of the actual number of questi ons asked of each participant.) It should be
noted that as participants mentioned certai n union issues in their interviews and during
observations, I did independent background research to better understand how those
issues impacted the representatives' perspective and interactions. Discussion of these
mailer is included in the " Results" section of this research.
The interviews lasted roughl y one to two hours at a time, with one to two
interviews (depending on participant availability, willingness to participate. and the depth
of thei r experiences) given to each primary participant over time. Every interview was
audio taped, allowing for direct interview transcription and further analysis after the
research had take n place. To protect the confidentiality of the participants, coded
pseudonyms were used in the recordings and written notes of the interviews and the
obeservations. All primary participants signed an informed consent form before
participating in any stage of the research process while my presence and purpose were
verbally explained to secondary participants prior to observation.
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Results

The Legalities-Policy Issues that Emerged Dllring the Study
The issues that are discussed, debated, and negotiated within the local union
branches are by no means the key focu s of thi s research . The formation of role conflict
that results from this process and its management by union representatives within a
structural framework is the study's foundation. However, this section provides some
information on any policies that were di scussed at length during the interviews for the
purposes of understanding and continuity .
• TAP: The System for Teacher and Student Advancement
With the larger goal of overall school advancement and the milestone goals of
improved student scores on standardized tests and better instruction from teachers, the
TAP program is based on a widely controversial practice, that of performance-based
compensation or "merit pay" for educators. "Teachers are held accountable to the

Teaching Skills, Knowledge and Responsibilities Performance Standards and evaluated
four to six times per year by certified TAP evaluators using a five-point rubric." It is the
results of these evaluations as well as student performance on standardized tests over
time that determine teacher compensation in the TAP system. Proponents of TAP believe
that quality educators wi ll finally be justly rewarded while its adversaries fear a
compensation system that might be arbi trary or political in practice, leading to teachers
having even less control over their pay scale and work envirorunent. There are also
ideological areas of contention over TAP. Such a system of compensation might
undermine the collectivity of the union or place symbolic blame on teachers for
15

underperfonning students when there are innumerable potential causes of low test scores.
All of these factors enter into the narrati ves given by the union representati ves on this
.
Issue.

• "Right-to-Wo rk" Legislation
While the well-publicized political storm surrounding Right-to- Work legislati on
did not fully take hold until the end of this research period, the political sides taken on
this issue were also well-represented in the interviews and during the observations. Early
in the research there was di scussion by republican members of the state legi slature
enumerating the benefits of implementing Ri ght-to-Work labor policies. Such laws make
it possible for workers to be employed in certain field s without being members of the
affiliated union. Right-to-Work supporters advocate for the manner in which this
legislation suits conservative economic policy. The policy's adversaries invariably see
Right-to-Work as a form of union-busting, with unions becoming weaker as fewer
workers join but collective bargaining resources are used to benefit everyone in the
employment field, including non-union members. The issue of who is for or against
Right-to- Work is therefore naturally political, framing the function of the union, and
forming a new work environment for union members, including teachers. The legal and
political structure with the addition of the threat of Right-to-Work legislation further
demonstrates that teachers union members and representatives must contend with issues
beyond local grievances or negotiations between the union and the administration . Along
with all of the standard issues union representatives must face, maintaining the union and
its long-standing tradition of collective bargaining is another perceived challenge,
potentially altering the manner in which representatives view their position.
16

Pal'licipolllllltel'views alit! Observatiolls

While every participant interviewed believed him or herself to be in a slightly
di fferent position than other union representatives, a majority of participants shared a
si milar perspective on the position. Patterns emerged throughout their narratives,
emphasizing specific priorities of the position, the ethical standards preserved by the
union at both the loca l and national level s, the hostile environment made for the teachers
union by the public school administration, etcetera. While all of the issues addressed in
the asked questions are somehow interwoven, with one area always impacting another,
more questions led to answers concerning conflict with union members than any other
category. In thi s pattern, what was conveyed most prominently and most often was the
belief that a lack of co llecti vity amongst members as the biggest threat to the survival and
strength of the local union.

Conflicl lVilh Union Members
There was general agreement on the quality of the interactions that occur between
representatives and school administrators (with one notable and later discussed outlier) as
well as the daily work required of union representatives. However, a majority of
participants answered these questions in a way that also discloses details about the
relationship between the union representative and the union members. Embedded in a
lengthy litany on the faults of specific actors in the school's administration as well as
their antagonistic actions against the local union, a union representative with thirteen
years of teaching experience in the same district, eleven years spent as a rank-and-file
union member, and two years as a union representative had this to say:

17

"There arc a lot orbad things to say about how thi s school 's administration has
treated its teachers. Ilell , the administrators gave themselves a 10% rai se even
afier thi s was rated as a -rai ling' school. But the worst orit is that they' re
brainwashing ncw teachers to be again tthe union . We don ' t have nearly the
support \\e used to because the membcrs act in the way they believe best serves
thcir interests. Without any notion or collectivity in the membership, the union
doesn' t mean anything. It' s almost impossible to work with some orthe
members, especially the new ones."
On the same issue orthe relationship between representative and administration, another
participant broadened hi s response as well by remarking:
"There' s plenty to say about the administration. They've given themselves
undeserved rai e , they attack good teachers, they even put every teacher in thi s
sch 01on probation withoutju t cause or any cause at all. But that' s nothing
ne\\. that' just standard behavior ror the administration towards the union that I
have to deal \\ith . What 's worse than anything else is knowing that I wouldn't
have to deal with it as much irmembers were unified. But rve tried telling them
lhat and it has n' t reall y worked yet."
ther union representatives round the demands or lhe membership burdensome
and difficult to manage, commenting on the impact or these interactions when asked
about the daily work orthe represcntative. An older participant with twelve years or
teaching under her belt. rour or

as a union representative. round the difficulties or

the day t day duties or her position tied to the connict had with members. saying:
"A large portion or my job is to di eminate inrormation to the membership and a
lot orthat has to take place during the school day. For the most part. you have to
keep thi s out or the
to avoid including the students in politics unless
they ask directly, but during lunch and breaks. I have to make sure the members
know what is going o n with the union. This isn' t always easy because members
will spread rumors about who is responsible ror what and who isn't acting in the
group's best interests but really, by doing this, they ' re undemlining the union.
onrrol1ling them is a difficult but necessary part ormy job."
Three other participants made similar complaints about the membership, including one or
the two repre entatives rrom the larger local union. Three orthe rour participants
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expressed anger or frustration at the rumoring activities of some of the members, but one
was more understanding, saying:
" I know they're doing what they think is best but I don't think they can see how it
harms the larger union goals that serve all of us. Spreading any kind of false
infonnation hurts our credibility and the way people see the union. I usually
handle thi s with a face to face discussion, making sure all of the right policy
information is given. I've always thought that was the best way to handle
conflict. "

When asked directly about the conflict participants experience when interacting
with members and how it is usually handled, an array of responses detailing ongoing
struggles with the membership were delivered. Beginning with the general prompt, "Are
there ever tensions between you and the members regarding union issues?," not a single
participant responded that such tensions never or rarely happened (or a response
analogous to these). Four of the seven participants noted the frequency of such an
occurrence, saylllg:
"There's always some kind of tension that comes up because we' re dealing with a
diverse group of people who all have different policy priorities. When it's your
job to explain to them what is and is not feasible, you naturally run into
problems. "
"All the time. Sometimes it's intelligent di ssent against union policy that I have
to deal with and I don't mind that as much. But frequently it's a member who has
wrong infonnation about an upcoming union action and sees no other recourse but
to take issue with a representative."
"More often than not. It can be frustrating because it is not always justified. I'm
not perfect and maybe I don ' t always handle things well, but I do what I can.
When members can't see all the work that I put into representing them in the
union or when a policy matter doesn't go the way they wanted it to, they take it
out on me."
" You see dissent all the time, which can spark a healthy debate, but a lot of the
time you get people who are angry at you because you're working for the union,
not just for them, and it shows."
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The incidence of conflict between the union representatives and the members is marked
by more than just disagreements over policy. Accusations of power abuse and spreading
union propaganda were reported by three of the participants, saying they were targeted by
di ssenting members.
"A member once sent me an email in which he called me Joseph Goebbels. I told
the members to vote with their true preference on the Teacher Advancement
Program [TAP] but also that the official union position is that merit pay of any
type does not work, especially in an poor urban school like ours. TAP lost with a
solid 47 to 24, but there were enough opposing votes for people to be upset with
the outcome and a lot of members made that clear to me. One even went so far as
to call me a Nazi ."
The other conflicts are less extreme and involve less incendiary language, but the
participants believed themselves to be undeserving of such criticism:
"We have very little control over the outcomes of some things. Some issues are
just out of the hands of a representative, and it's usually because of the will of the
members or the administration. I've been scapegoated for some of the local's
failures because a lot of the members really do not understand the system."
"Yeah, I get some heat from the members sometimes. It's difficult to explain to
them how it works though and how what I do suits the position of the union. I do
whatever I can for the members but sometimes it doesn't work out or the
members don ' t want what will be best for everyone and for the union. That 's
what happened with TAP."
An enormous controversy in policy arose the week before most of these
interviews took place. As previously described by a participant, the Teacher
Advancement Program was voted down by members in a 47 to 24 vote. The teachers and
union members who felt they would benefit from a form of merit pay called for a revote
because they did not believe the union was acting to the members' advantage. This
perspective, according to three of the participants, was common amongst a specific subset
of members.

20

"The teachers who work with mostl y honors students are usually the ones who
support merit pay. We haven't gotten a raise in way too long and they think that
merit pay is a sure- fire way to fi x the problem. To them, it 's a guarantee that
more money will be coming in to the teachers and that they will have more
control over the evaluati ons process. But there are things they refu se to consider.
Not all members will benefit from thi s and I do n' t mean that to sound like we're
protecting bad teachers like the un ion is so often accused of. But some members
teach classes with mostl y underperfo rming students through no fault of their own.
TAP wo uld only harm them so as a policy it 's not in the group's best interests.
As a union rep I have to take that position."
TAP emerges as theme in the interacti ons between union representati ves and
administrators as well.

GenerallnteraClions belween RepreSenialives and Members
It is very di ffi cult in thi s study to separate the general interactions between union

representati ves and union members and the conflict that takes place between
representatives and members. For the most part, when asked about the union
membership, the participants focu sed on the areas of struggle, miscommunication, and
mixed policy goal s. However, there are certain areas of agreement that allow the
representatives and the members to have positi ve interactions, but thi s agreement usually
focuses on a conmlOn enemy. For fi ve of the seven participants, there is a dislike for the
admini strations of the school districts in which they work and these feelings are observed
as being common among the memberships as well. (The perspectives of the two
parti cipants who feel differentl y about the administration will be di scussed in a later
section.) When interactions between representati ves and members are not framed by
union conflict or the standard union business o f spreading information and policy
discussion, they inevitably ag ree on a shared dislike for the ways of the administration.
This was conveyed throughout the parti cipants' testimonies:
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"There are a lot of arguments over how the union should best handle a specific
policy, but there are sti ll a few things we all agree on. Not a meeting goes by
without making ajoke about the superintendent who still can't remember my
name even though I've been working in her di strict for over a decade. We know
the administration of this school is corrupt. They target some teachers for their
involvement with the union, regardless of the teacher's ski ll level. They are
trying to fire the absolute best teacher in this building because of her leadership
position in our organization. The members do frequently act in their own interests
but all of them know that the administration is not here to serve them ."
As much as the representatives had to say in the interview setting, this
characteristic of representative-member interaction was the single most prevalent event
during observations. Throughout the several hours spent in the school setting and
observing meetings of the local union branch, it quickly became clear that the previously
quoted participant' s assessment of the members' feelings toward the administration is
correct. There were no fewer than seventeen remarks made that mocked the
superintendent of the district, coming from both the representatives and the membership,
as well as multiple comments about the administration being "corrupt", "out to get
teachers", "stupid", "a group of ass holes", "unable to understand how students actually
learn", "fasci sts", "weak", and "unable to take a dump without first consulting a lawyer".
Criticizing the administration was a natural part of communication for all union
members with disparaging statements constantly offered and never contested. An
interaction between a yo ung union member and a more experienced representative that
took place during their lunch break began with a disagreement over the manner in which
another employee's grievance was managed but the union representative successfu lly
ended the argument by transitioning the conversation towards the school' s
administration. Both the representative and the member engaged in criticizing the
administration for continuing to shorten lunch for teachers by implementing new
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programs wi thout properl y allocating time during the day towards them , removi ng time
from the teachers' lunches and preparation peri ods. As the conversation changed, the
attitude of both changed as well , sounding more collegial and speaking with the same
atti tude. It should be noted, however, that mentioning this specific practice of the
admini stration would not always yield the same result for the representative as some
members were not willing to follow union policy in addressing the issue of new program
implementation and opening that topic would likely lead to more conflict.

Daily Work of a Representative
Observations of the daily work of the representative. outside of the interactions
and conflicts had with members, concentrated on the participant' s management of union
issues that appear during the day. All but one of the participants described their daily
work during the interviews as includ ing regular scrutiny of their building' s safety and
working condi tions, consultati on with admi nistration about policy issues to better
understand the policy before later taking the fonnal position of the union, and taking note
of contractual issues that would need to be di scussed at the next union meeting.
" You're always a union voice within the school walls. I always try to make sure
I' m prepared to answer questions, regardless of where they come from, and it is
important to remember that union issues never stop happening. From the
relati vely small problems like whether or not teachers can wear jeans in the
classroom to the large problems like the restructuring of the school day without
the administration consulting the teachers, I am consistently taking note of things
that violate union standards and are collective bargaining issues. My job in the
union is to make everyone's job in the school as professional as possible."
But it is not just the standard procedures officially required of the position for which the
union representative is responsible.
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1
"The work doesn ' t actually end. It 's not the daily work I mind because it can be
very rewarding when a member asks me to address a problem and it comes to a
proper resolution. But as much goes into union business during the workday, I
find myself spending my ni ghts on lengthy union issues and grievances that do
not always work out. Between teaching, making time for my family, and being
busy with the union even during the summer, the real work can be a burden . But I
stay with it because it's part of a cause."
The stress of the position was felt by some participants more than others, with four
reporting notable amounts of pressure in their position. These four tended to be more
experienced with the posi tion than the other three, commenting on the change in the
union and its impact on their duties.
" It 's to the point where I wouldn ' t tell students to become teachers. To be a
teacher in thi s pol itical environment is stress enough because of how the state
government is trying to privatize public education. But the daily impact of these
issues on the union frequently feel s impossible to manage. I believe in the union
but I need more people to believe in strong unions as well. Fewer than 10% of
union members are willing to speak out about something they believe in. I feel
responsible for fixing the policies that attack teachers but I need more than what
I' m getting. Times have changed, it used to be easier."
"I've been doing thi s awhile but this past year has been so stressful just in the day
to day grind that I was recently diagnosed with stress-related heart problems. The
constant problems with member support, the hostility of the administration, and
the feeling that the daily work will not make a difference because of the way the
union is viewed."
There was one participant that felt differently from the rest regarding his regular
duties, admitting that his experience and hi story with the union had been vastly different
from most individuals in hi s position . As the president of the larger local union, he
depicts his duties in a matmer that varies entirely from the others. Where the other
president has been teaching in the same school di strict for over twenty years and was a
building representative before being elected into the position of president, this participant
went from law school to work at the national union and was put in the position of
president. The duties of the president of the smaller local matched the observed and
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described duties of the other representatives and he regularly dealt with the same
problems. Because the president of the larger local is removed from the school
environment, hi s position and daily work does not match that of a building representative,
and he does not report the same problems as the other participants. When asked about his
daily duties, they were entirely managerial.
" My job is to look at the larger scope and direction of the efforts of the local
union. The nuts and bolts of grievances are managed within the school buildings
but I maintain the official union position. I still make regular building visits to
check in with my representatives but I grant them the autonomy to handle most
issues on their own. [ ... ] My stress level has increased recently because the world
is not being nice to unions but I've never questioned that this is what I love to
do."
The president of the smaller local commented:
"The school building is my home base for uni on issues. I work with the building
representati ves to work through the everyday deci sions made by the
administration as well as any grievances filed by members. It can be onerous 10
deal with but I feel like I can be the voice of the members because I work with
them and they are able to come straight to me.
As evidenced by the difference between these two backgrounds and the resulting
perspectives, the duties and conflicts of a representative are unique to anyone filling that
role. They are not necessarily just a result of working with the union in a tumultuous
politi cal envirorunent.

Interactions between Union Representatives and Administrators
As noted by the representatives interviewed, interactions between representatives
and administrators are almost always negative and framed by larger political issues
outside of the classroom. The participants acknowledged that their position and
allegiance 10 the union gave them unique exposure to the administrators, although not all
of them believe that their attitude towards the administration is more negative than rank25

and-file members who consistently support the union' s position. Identification with
union principles, in some but not all cases, is seen as a more pertinent characteristic in
defining one' s relationship to the union than the position in the union itself.
"Some of the older union members who have been with us a while are generally
more willing to fi ght with the administration than we are when it comes to union
issues. Everyone has to remain professional, of course, because the increasing
ability for the administration to undermine us puts us in a vulnerable position. I
can't say this for all members, but there are a few members who will speak out at
school board meetings and take very stubbom stands. I'm always in support of
the union but I also have to represent the union and recognize when we're fighting
a losing battle. Sometimes I don't get to fight with the administration as much as
I would like to."
" In terms of the actual school day, everyone of my interactions with the
administration has to be respectful and professional. I don't agree with a lot of
what they do but for the most part we work in the same building and around a lot
of impressionable students and that' s more important. When it 's strictly union
business, I firmly stand by my convictions, those convictions being that the
administration consists of union-busting power-hungry idiots. I don't think I'm
alone in that sentiment, the entire union seems to feel the same way."
There was also the perspective, however, that the direct negotiation of union
issues had a greater impact on the quality of the representatives' attitudes towards and
interactions with the administration. Union issues during the time of research, such as the
TAP vote and the imminent Right-to-Work legislation, and the manner in which they
were negotiated were prominent in the participants' testimonies regarding their
interactions with the local public school administration.
" It' s natural that the administration and the union have different priorities. I can't
blame them for disagreeing with us on some things. But this school system's
administration too often caters to the state government and acts against the best
interests of educators and students. They aren't on anyone's side but their own
and when it comes to the negotiating table, I have to tell them so. After TAP was
voted down, the administration demanded a revote, which was held in the
principal's office so there was no anonymity. As a union we decided to protest
the legitimacy of the revote by abstaining. They counted all of those abstentions
as being for TAP. Even in the school , the administration subjugates teachers."
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"The way TAP is designed, administrators are given even more power in deciding
who gets paid what or in designing the rubric that makes that assessmenl. Before
TAP, they've been targeting the heavy-hillers in the union and trying to fire them,
I hate to think what wou ld happen with TAP in place. On top of all of this,
there's union-busting legislation in the state house. As a teacher and a union rep,
I feel weakened with every action of the powers that be. Needless to say, positive
interactions with the administration have been few and far between. I try to avoid
actually talking with them as much as necessary."
What was increasingly prominent in the participants' testimonies over the
research period was the linking together of the state government with the local
administration. While this relati onship always existed as the government dictates some
of the terms under which public schools are funded , it is frequently in the
administration ' s best interest to act in the accordance with the state's wishes. However,
the participants found the administration to be acting in its own financial and power
interests and undermining those who work and learn in the school. The representatives
began to speak much more combatively towards and about both the state and the
administration, not separating one entity from the other.
"The union and teachers in general are being allacked from all sides. They're
working together because it 's trend y to blame teachers for the failure of public
schools instead of fixing the schools themselves. State officials can be reelected
on the platform thatlhey're improving education by gelling rid of bad teachers
and administrators feel secure in their job when they publicize how they' re going
after teachers too. Really they're just hurting schools and gelling away with it.
I' ll keep standing my ground as a representative and hope that union member
really wake up to this reality."
"As a representative, my worst nightmare is looming. I' ve been dealing with the
crimes of the local admini stration for a while but now that they' re being legally
supported by the state government with union busting [Right-to-Work ] legislation
I don't really know how to keep us strong. If thi s passes, it will effectively harm
collective bargaining in thi s state forever. Ifit doesn't, the mindset of the state
and administration won't change and I' m worried it will spread. My job will still
be incredibly difficult."
There is one anomaly in the participants' discussion of the relationship between
the representatives and the public school administration. The participant I interviewed
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who is the president of the local union that is much larger than its nearby counterpart
from which five of the other participants hail has a widely different explanation of hi s
interaction with the administration. Hi s attitude toward the administration seems to
remain similar to that of the other participants but his interactions with it were quite
different.
"Some members orthe administration are fascists and there' s no getting around it.
The state goverrullent is even worse in terms of intentions and politics. I have to
negotiate with the administration and lobby the state, but I' m good at separating
that from my personal interactions with them . The governor has been a good
friend of mine for a while and I' m close with a lot of the administrators. We
disagree over things but I don't really have bad feelin gs towards them and I enjoy
the friendly, if not professional , time I spend with them."
Because thi s president was interviewed in order to validate by comparison the
perspective of the president from whom the snowball sample was built, thi s point of view
was not expected to be replicated by any of the other participant. However, the building
representative interviewed from the same local union shed some light on the president' s
perspective, explaining the function of his local union as it relates to others.
"Our president likes to claim that the administration will work against the union
from time to time but generally they're willing to work with us. That hasn't really
been my experience and our president has been accused of beillg in bed with the
administration and state officials by the membership more than once. I don ' t
know that I can really blame him, he's a little removed from what happens
directly in the school. But I know the attitude of the administration toward the
union is much more predatory than he claims. I can't help but feel negatively
towards most administrators."
While an adversarial relationship between the representatives and the
administration is not surprising to any of the participants due to ideological differences,
an increase in those negative attitudes due to new union policy issues and the
combination in the participants' minds of the state goverlll11ent and the local school
officials assist in defining the modern relationship between institutions.
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Discuss ion

Based mostly on the in-depth interview process as well as observations of the
representati ves, it is apparent that role conflict for the union representati ve results from
pressures from union members to manage diverse interests, requirements from the
nati onal union to adhere to the ideology of the union, and the stress placed on the union
by the admini strati on. The position of the union representati ve is uni que in the larger
public school and union structures as it sits at the intersecti on of both and needs to
miti gate and manage the demands of each.
The struggles of union representatives can be seen in every facet of their work
environment. However, it is the duty to the membership and the frequently incongruent
response of the members to the representati ves' actions that potentiall y impose the
greatest amount of role conflict. The participants provided lengthy descriptions of the
union members' transgressions against the actions and goals of the union with several of
them concluding that the members lack collecti vity. Wh ile deciding that the members act
toward their own individual advantages, whi ch di ffer slightly from educator to educator,
the representati ves also assume the responsibi lity of representing the members as a
unified group. The participants seem to experience the most frustration and conflict
when members have interests that contrast from the needs of the majority of members.
Observations revealed an interaction between a tenured teacher who fe lt she wo uld
benefit from the implementation of TAP policy and a representati ve who was left to
support the opinion of the majority after the vote. Calling fo r a revote and supporting the
ad ministration in its efforts to do so, the teacher demanded that the representati ve "do his
job" by "working for the teachers, not just fo r the union."
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What becomes evident throughout the in-depth interviews and the observations is
the striking difference between the uni on and what it means to be a member of the union,
with members having a naturally more limited view on what policies and actions will
prove beneficial. However, a key issue that needs to be considered here is in whose
interest should the representative be working when member demands conflict with uni on
mandate? While the two are technically never supposed to be mutually exclusive, there
are cases, such as the one described above, where some members do not feel properly
represented by the union during negotiations. This struggle of purposes falls heavily on
the shoulders of the union representati ve, as he or she is meant to both "handle
grievances" (AFT) of the members and make sure the local union is "compatible with the
goals and expectations of the parent union." (AFT) The parent union requires that the
representative work for the teachers in the manner in which the union mandates but the
representative has the daily pressure of working alongside teachers who may not always
agree with union policy but see the representative as being on their side regardless. As
the representatives stated , they need more collectivity in the membership to be successful
and to fulfill the ideology of the union but regaining that collectivity could mean shifting
the stance of the union on some issues. The role conflict felt by the representatives in this
system of contrasting goals manifests as frustrat ion with the members, especially those
who act outside of the goals the union expects them to have.
With the fru stration as the main mechanism used by representatives to deal with
the role conflict that happens when there is dissent in the membership, the position of the
representative seems to have stronger ties to the union than to the membership. Not that
the representatives do not care about the quality of every member's experience on the
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job, but the participants were particularl y sensitive when the administration would target
a teacher because of hi s or her strong uni on affiliation and less concerned with the few
teachers who feel victimized by the union because merit pay was not instituted . It is
union policy to protect any members who are in any way mi streated by the
administration. However, all five of the representatives who worked with the teacher
who was being targeted by the administration remarked that it was unjust because it was
happening as a result of her union standing. Those who were in favor of merit pay were,
in fact, deemed "selfish". Whether or not the dissenting members actually are being
selfi sh in their demands by not supporting the union or the entire membership on a
specific union issue, the representatives are more willing to attribute blame for the trouble
they experience in their position to di ssenting members than they are the parent union.
While this pattern can be readily identified in the data, its causes are more
difficult to di scern. The ongoing strength of the union is in its ideology, even when it is
being pressured by outside forces like public school administrations or the state
government. It preserves the concepts of unity and collective bargaining, frequently
establishing a better work environment and increased job security for its members. Thi s
decades-long tradition has created a political constituency around teachers unions, fully
backed by its pro-teacher ideology. It can be hypothesized from the data that the
participants find stability in the goals of the union and rely on the potential success of
collectivity, their allegiance making it difficult to place any blame on the demands of the
union for their role conflict. From the participants' perspective, the value judgment can
be made that the teachers who act against the union violate an important principle and
therefore the frustration expressed towards these teachers is rightfully directed.
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Il owever, Ihe parenl union. in ils official descriplion of Ihe union, do not have any
mechani sms Ihal safeguard againsllhis role COnniCI for Ihe represenlalives, assuming Ihal
Ihe lin ion always represems Ihe COllcclive inleresls oflhe leachers. Throughoullhe
inlcrviews and observalions, nOI a single negalive word was said aboul Ihe work of Ihe
lin ion by any of the repre enlalives, even Ihough Ihe union could conceivably lake aClion
10 ea e Ihe role COnnicl feh by Ihe represelllalives. If a devoul commilmenllo Ihe
principles of Ihe leachers union is behind Ihe lack of fruslralion and negalivilY Ihe
participanls' express lowards the union, il remains 10 be seen in fulure research iflhal is a
resuh of an inherem qualily had by individuals who become very involved in Ihe union or
ifil i an inescapable resuh of the represemalive posilion ilself. There is also Ihe
possibililY thaI il could be both. Because the pre em research includes imerviews wilh
IWO local union presidems, one who was a union represenlalive and slill holds the dUlies
of a represelllalive and Ihe olher who has never held any posilion in a local union other
Ihan president and Ihey have draslically differem anirudes lowards the school
adminislralion, the slale govemmem. and Ihe union membership. the panem
demonslrales thaI Ihere is likely somelhing unique aboul the represenlative posilion ilself.
While il was originally hYPolhesized Ihal Ihe currenl pressure from the school
administralion and the Slale governmenl on Ihe leachers union would be a greal source of
role conniCI for Ihe parlicipanls, Ihe inlerviews, observalions. and general polilical
circumslances suggesl Ihal Ihe opposile may be lrue. Because Ihe strength of Ihe union is
in ils ideology, as found in pas I research, a slrong challenge 10 such ideology may cause
dissenling members 10 be more supPorlive of Ihe union. The union represenlalives. who
ask for unil Y and colleclivity from Ihe membership above all else, would likely
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experience less dissent from the membership and a common focus on the larger goals and
principles of the union, thereby decreasing a source of role conflict. The research found
that the participants began to identi fy the state government and the public school
ad ministration as one in the same, think ing of them more as colluding enemies of the
union than separate institutions with interests that di verge from those of the union.
Should the membership adopt the same understanding, the co llectivity of the membership
coul d increase, potentially sati sfying some of the representati ve's demands. It should be
noted that this study identifies this as a possible outcome of policy action made by the
state government and the politically ideological response of the union membership. It is
impossible to do more than hypothesize on thi s pattern, however, as the Ri ght-to-Work
policy did not emerge in the statehouse until one month after the time period of this
research the response of union members could not be formally assessed . However, this
exploratory research identifies a possibly significant phenomenon in the structure of the
teachers union and more research is needed that takes a broader approach to stud ying the
impact of union-busting legislation on the membership and indirectl y on the role conflict
fe lt by the union representati ve.

Conclusion
Using in-depth interviews and observation o f seven union offi cials who were
gathered using a snowball sampl e and six of whom are uni on representati ves, this
exploratory stud y identifies potenti al sources of role conflict for representati ves. Because
very littl e research had been done on thi s before and the important middl e position of the
union had been undefined by the previous literature, it was hypothesized that the major
actors in the union structure, the membership, the parent union, and the conflict with the
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school administration could all be sources of role conflict. It was discovered that the
central fru stration of representati ves comes from di ssent and lack of unity among the
members, a condition that conflicts with the representati ves' duties to act towards union
goals while representing the members in negotiations. The pressure of the school
administration and the new policy put fo rth by the state government that threatens the
function, utility, and strength of unions did not seem to add to role conflict for the union
representative but instead offered a potent ial mechanism for decreasing such confl ict.
Admittedly, the conclusions fo und in thi s research are not conclusions at all.
They are a fo undation fo r new research into the role of the union representati ve, asking
di fferent questions than past research, which focused almost all of its energy on the
ideology of collecti ve bargaining and the impact of the evolving power structure within
the un ion. Those studies laid the groundwork fo r this research and together they provide
a substantial body of knowledge on a changing system. Future studies should be
perfonned on teachers union representati ves, concentrating on any changes fe lt by the
union representati ve during times of union collectivity and times of union dissent. The
power of an evolvi ng political environment on that relationship should be examined to a
further extent as well and over a longer period of time for a greater understanding of the
teachers union representative to be found.
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